Deported Veterans: The Unintended Consequences of “Good Moral Character” by Deras, Jonathan
The University of San Francisco 
USF Scholarship: a digital repository @ Gleeson Library | Geschke 
Center 
Master's Theses Theses, Dissertations, Capstones and Projects 
Fall 12-25-2020 




Follow this and additional works at: https://repository.usfca.edu/thes 
 Part of the Chicana/o Studies Commons, Immigration Law Commons, Latin American Studies 
Commons, Latina/o Studies Commons, Law and Race Commons, Mental and Social Health Commons, 
Military History Commons, Military, War, and Peace Commons, Political Science Commons, and the 
Sociology Commons 
Recommended Citation 
Deras, Jonathan, "Deported Veterans: The Unintended Consequences of “Good Moral Character”" (2020). 
Master's Theses. 1336. 
https://repository.usfca.edu/thes/1336 
This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by the Theses, Dissertations, Capstones and Projects at USF 
Scholarship: a digital repository @ Gleeson Library | Geschke Center. It has been accepted for inclusion in Master's 
Theses by an authorized administrator of USF Scholarship: a digital repository @ Gleeson Library | Geschke Center. 






















Deported Veterans:  






















   iii 
Abstract: 
The purpose of this research is to argue that U.S. immigration policy, 
specifically the 1996 IIRIRA, needs to change regarding the legal treatment of 
immigrant U.S. military veteran deportees due to the following concepts. The 
first concept is to articulate how the criminalization of immigration, and how the 
military system intersects to facilitate the Deportation of U.S veterans. A key 
concept in this analysis is the standard of “good moral character” set by the U.S. 
government that enlistees need to meet to be accepted into the military; this 
standard is also used against immigrant veterans during immigration 
proceedings. Third, to show how workplace hazards-- that come from military 
culture, combat, deployments, and difficulty transitioning back to civilian life--
result in traumatic experiences directly linked to non-citizen veterans' 
deportation. Immigrant U.S. veterans who return to the civilian culture with 
traumatic experiences can experience deportation because of the criminalization 
of immigration, specifically the 1996 IIRAIRA.  I interconnect the three 
elements by separating this research paper into seven parts. First, I look at the 
historical context of immigrants in the military to demonstrate that migrants 
have a long history of heroism rather than criminality. Second, I discuss the 
criminalization of immigrants and how the 1996 IIRAIRA sparks the deportation 
of non-citizen veterans. Third, I argue that when migrants enlist into the U.S. 
military, they meet the government requirements of the "good moral character" 
clause highlighted in the 1996 IIRAIRA. Fourth, I talk about the lack of 
accountability and manipulation of enlistment by the military and analyze 
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military cultures' effects, such as encouraging violence and traumas that can 
lead to deportation. 
Fifth, I analyze the difficulties of veterans struggling with Post Traumatic 
Stress Disorder (PTSD) and transitioning back to civilian life, which includes a 
lack of support from veteran affairs that can also lead to deportation. Six, I 
explain the after-effects and possible dangers of deporting a veteran. Seventh, I 
critique the U.S. deported veteran policies, analyze current Deported Veteran 
proposals in effect, and suggest improved legislation that will allow deported 
veterans to return to the United States. Through text, law and policy reviews, 
and interviews, this research seeks to advance the understanding of how the 
intersects of U.S. immigration policies, criminal laws, and the military system 
facilitate the deportation of Latino non-citizen U.S. military veterans. The 
interviewed participants in this research were recruited using the snowball 
method. The data gathered demonstrates that immigrant veterans experience a 
typical transition of being veterans, but they also experience deportation because 
they are migrants. 
Further research is needed on deported veterans. Research is needed on 
immigrant women and LGBTQ members who served in the military and have 
also been deported. Although this research is focused on Latinos, U.S.  
immigrant veterans come from multiple racial backgrounds and are deported 
worldwide. Further research is needed to demonstrate comparisons and 
variations between racial experiences and countries. Also, further research is 
needed on including military service in immigration proceedings.   
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Participant       Age Ethnicity Place of Birth Year and Age of Arrival    
Marine 1  58 Panamanian Colon, Panama      1980 at 18 years old 
Marine 2 65 Mexican Gomez Palacio       1956 at 1 year old 
Marine 3 58 Mexican Ixtlan del Rio      1971 at 9 years old 
Soldier 1 43 Mexican Fresnillo Zacatecas      1984 at 7 years old 
Soldier 2 75 Mexican Guadalajara Jalisco      1956 at 11 years old 








Branch    
Year 
Enlisted Discharge    Deployments 
Military              Years 
   Job                in Service  
USMC     1980 Honorable       Yes  Infantry                  11 
USMC     1972 Dishonorable       Yes Helicopter Chief      3               
USMC     1980 Honorable       Yes  Infantry                   4  
Army     1995 Honorable       No  Airborne                  6 
Army     1972 Honorable       No Fire Control             8            
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Appendix C 
 
Highest Level   Pre/Post Military 
of Education.          Offenses Deportation Offense(s)  Drug-Related 
Some College          Post     
Transporting an undocumented 
migrant No 
High School             Post Armed Robbery  Yes 
High School             Post Drugs Yes 
High School             Post In-car while drive-by Shooting Yes 
Some College          Post Unregistered Firearm No (Intoxication) 
 
High School             Post Assault with a deadly weapon                  Yes 
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“Did you just come in with the group?” the agent asked me.  
I answered, "Yes," 
As I replied, I thought, what is he implying? There is a giant fence in front of us 
that is separating Mexico and the United States. I am not even of Mexican nationality. 
What was his purpose of asking me such a question, and why am I the only one being 
asked? The border patrol agent who asked wore a green uniform. He wore dark 
sunglasses on his face, a bulletproof vest on his chest, and a firearm holstered on his 
right hip. He did not appear as I had initially thought of a typical border patrol agent. I 
saw a short and out of shape man who contained a darker skin complexion than my 
own. Perhaps if he was not wearing a uniform or both wearing uniforms, he might be 
viewed as more foreigner than me.  
He asked, “Where are you from?”   
Curious about his reaction, I replied, "I was born in El Salvador." A pause of 
silence followed the answer. He appeared surprised and stunned. The border patrol 
agent had been aware that a group of students would be visiting. Perhaps he was 
unsure of what to do next and did not want to make accusations. To put him at ease, I 
began to talk about my time in the United States Marine Corps. I used my time in 
service to connect with the border patrol officer. The officer then appeared to relax, 
and we began conversing about immigration politics. Understandably, the agent began 
to feel uncomfortable again when I started asking personal questions regarding family 
history. I found it confusing when the man claimed to be a third-generation migrant but 
demonstrated an adverse reaction towards immigrants by highlighting them as 
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intruders when using an example of locking the door at home to keep people out. I 
decided to end the conversation calmly and walked to the border wall. 
Although I crossed over to Mexico several times before, I had never seen a 
border wall like Friendship Park in San Diego, California. The fence contained many 
small metal bars in a checkered pattern that made it difficult to see through. It was 
devastating to learn that just thirty years prior, the same spot where my feet stood was 
an open space without a fence. Friendship Park was a bi-national park, where family 
members from Mexico and the United States once gathered together to barbeque and 
played freely on weekends. It is still beautiful and festive with weddings and events on 
the Mexico side, but as I scanned the wall, it appeared more like a prison. However, 
Mexico was not the imprisoned country. There were border patrol officers in vehicles 
patrolling, metal bars, and towers with cameras attached on the U.S. side. The wall in 
the middle of Friendship Park is a clear example of how the atmosphere of 
immigration has changed over the years and how it can affect nearby communities in 
both countries. 
As I looked through the fence, I saw a man I had met the day before in Mexico. 
He was putting up a sign that supported Friendship Park, becoming a bi-national place 
once again. I called his name, and he walked to me. We put our pinkies in between the 
checkered style metal bars and greeted each other with a "pinky-handshake." The man 
belongs to a group of deported American veterans who are involuntarily stationed in 
Tijuana, Mexico. As we discussed, we could not ignore the metal bars. The 
conversation was a wholly different and inhuman experience than speaking face-to-
face the day prior. At that exact moment, I realized how important it is to research non-
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citizen U.S. veterans' deportation. Besides this experience, deported U.S. veterans 
cannot legally stand in the country they were once willing to die for and are also 
restricted from many benefits that they are rightfully entitled to as veterans because of 
their immigration status. Such restrictions can be dangerous and life-threatening to 
deported U.S. veterans. 
Literature Review: 
 
The phenomenon of deported veterans is a topic that has recently gained attention. 
Some individuals are stunned or incredulous at the idea of deported veterans. Even 
veterans experiencing deportation cannot believe that other veterans are also being 
deported. However, since the 1996 IIRIRA law reduced the sentencing crime of violence 
from five years to one, there has been a significant increase in the deportation of U.S. 
non-citizen veterans (Martinez, 2016). There exists literature on migrants receiving 
citizenship for serving in the military (Lee and Wasem, 2003; Lee and Wasem, 2009; 
Sullivan, 204; Sullivan, 2019). However, scholarly work focused on "deported veterans" 
is limited. The research focused on deported veterans generally consists of law reviews 
emphasizing the right to veteran affairs benefits for health hazards and adverse outcomes 
from serving in the military, but it is difficult for veterans to acquire such benefits due to 
their deportation (Horyniak et al, 2017; Hartsfield, 2011). Literature has also been done 
on deported veterans' health care utilization (Horyniak, D., Armenta, R., Davidson, P., 
Bojorquez, I., Andrade, E., Rivera, C., 2018) and declines in military naturalization 
(Chen, 2020).  
Aside from the law reviews and research on healthcare access, the deported 
veterans' topic is much more profound and lacks scholarly work. There has been an 
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increase in newspaper articles over the years, highlighting particular veterans at risk of 
deportation. Like many news articles, stories only live in the moment and are quickly 
overlooked the following day with a new crisis. There has, however, been scholarly work 
done on the "criminalization of immigrants” (Morris 1997; Douglas and Saenz 2013; 
Ewing, Martinez, and Rumbaut 2015; Abrego, Coleman, Martinez, Menjivar, Slack 
2017). As well as scholarly work on “overcriminalization” (Chacon, 2012) and 
“crimmigration” (Stumpf 2006; Hernandez 2013, Hernandez 2016). Scholarly work has 
also been done on trauma amongst U.S.  military veterans (Meyer et al 2019; Kendall-
Tackett 2019; Bergmann Renshaw Paige 2019). I have explored these theories and 
combined them to create scholarly work on deported veterans.  
This literature review will further challenge the criminalization of immigrants by 
examining criminal law and immigration policies. The literature review will take a more 
in-depth look into the criminalizing of migrants and the “good moral character” concept 
by criticizing the anti-immigrant rhetoric in the United States. Furthermore, the literature 
explores trauma and military policies that allow migrants to have continuously served in 
U.S. armed forces since before the U.S. civil war.  
Criminalization of Migrants 
 
 Immigrants have not always been viewed as criminals in the United States. 
Before the Naturalization Act of 1790, the U.S. federal government left immigration policies 
and laws regulated by individual states (Ewing, 2012). As Ewing (2012) explains, "Under 
the Naturalization Act, "free white persons" of "good moral charter" could become citizens 
after two years of residence in the country (Africans and persons of African descent did not 
acquire access to citizenship until 1780)" (p.2). The phrase "good moral character," or 
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GMC, is echoed today in the immigration proceedings. Migrants must demonstrate good 
morals by staying out of legal troubles before becoming a naturalized citizen.  However, 
"good moral character" is used against the non-citizen veteran in immigration proceedings 
by highlighting crime and removing the possibility to use military service experience and 
medals in a counterargument. Before ordering a non-citizen U.S. military veteran to be 
deported, an immigration judge said,  
“I do appreciate your service to the country. I mean that quite 
sincerely …. but because of the drug convictions, the way the 
immigration laws are written, I’m not - I have no discretion. I’m not 
allowed to consider things such as how long you’ve lived here. Your 
family ties to this country. Whether you served in the military. All 
those things that show you would be a desirable member of society” 
(Garcia, 2017, p.73).  
Immigration law does not allow judges to consider the non-citizen’s military service once 
convicted of an aggravated felony (Garcia, 2017). The judge mentioned above demonstrated 
that the federal government sparked the criminalization of migrants with restrictive policies. 
Although the federal government began to demonstrate an interest in immigration 
reform with the Naturalization Act of 1790, the U.S. still contained open borders. As Ewing 
(2012) states, “this law had no bearing of who could come to the United States" (p. 2). The 
Naturalization Act determined who was eligible for citizenship, but not who was eligible to 
migrate. As Mae Ngai, a historian professor at Columbia University, explains: 
"You did not need a passport. You didn't need a visa. There was no 
such thing as a green card. If you showed up at Ellis Island, walked 
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without a limp, had money in your pocket, and passed a very simple 
[I.Q.] test in your own language, you were admitted" (Strong, 2018). 
Therefore, the U.S. contained an open border until World War I  (Wittke, 1949). 
Although the U.S. government already contained immigration exclusion policies, 
WWI sparked xenophobic policies to keep out “undesirables.” For example, the 
Naturalization Act of 1917 (39 Stat. 874), also known as the Asiatic Barred Zone Act, 
highlights this rhetoric by creating a list of excluded people, such as "idiots" and 
"criminals." The act doubles down by creating a literacy test, increasing the tax on migrants, 
and increasing immigration officials' power to exclude and deport (Hutchinson, 1949). The 
1917 Act demonstrates the beginning phases of an intersection between education, 
criminality, and immigration. The association is later used in immigration law to highlight 
immigrants as undesired criminals. 
From these xenophobic laws and policies created following WWI, immigrants' 
criminalization and militarization were initiated. Open immigration began to close with the 
limiting immigration quotas and the passing of the Labor Appropriation Act of 1924, which 
established the U.S. Border Patrol (Ngai, 2004). However, the southern border and migrants 
from Central America were generally ignored at the beginning of these immigration 
policies. Earlier generations did not view people from Central America as permanent 
settlers. Until the 1970s, Mexican migrants were often viewed by the general U.S. 
population as temporary workers instead of settlers (Massey, 1986). Therefore, the 
resistance to immigration at the southern border in earlier generations was minimal. In 
the 1940s, the INS placed a 4,500 ft chain in Calexico, California (Hernandez, 2006). A 
simple chain had become the border wall. Over the generations, the trend in policies has 
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shifted. The border has become militarized with armed immigration officials, technology, 
fencing, and drones as if it were a warzone (Alvarez and Urbina, 2018). The Mexican - 
American border is also an essential aspect of deported Latino non-citizen veterans since the 
Deported Veteran Support House, also known as the "Bunker," is located in Tijuana, 
Mexico – a border city. Also, the border is a concrete example of the criminalization of 
immigration. If immigrants are not looked at as criminals and illegal, there would not be an 
emphasis on building a wall or militarizing the border.  
Themes of criminality and terrorism in immigration began closing the Mexico - 
U.S. border in 1990.  Before enhancing U.S. immigration policies, Mexican workers 
entered the United States to work for several years before circling back to Mexico 
(Massey and Pren, 2012). Since migrants were capable of entering and exiting 
immigration circulation, few migrants permanently settled in the U.S. The increased 
militarization of the border has failed to stop immigration adequately but instead 
encouraged an immigrant settlement by creating hazardous and challenging obstacles 
(Massey, Durand, Pren 2016). Such obstacles halted circulation because of money, 
health, and safety risk. The migration cycle became a one-way trip that encouraged 
migrant families to settle in the United States because of the increased risk and debt of 
migrating. Deported non-citizen U.S. veterans are often settlers or children of settlers 
because of the border's militarized process.  
Each new policy that reinforces the militarization of the border also reinforces the 
belief that immigrants are criminals and creates harsher living conditions for migrants. 
Donald Trump is not the first president to push for a southern border wall or anti-
immigrant rhetoric. The construction that covered the first 14 miles of the Tijuana-San 
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Diego border began during the George. H.W. Bush administration in the early 1990s 
(Nuñez-Neto and Garcia, 2007). His predecessor, President Bill Clinton, signed into law 
the 1996 Illegal Immigration Reform and Responsibility Act, also known as the IIRIRA 
(IIRIRA; P.L. 104-208, div. C). The IIRIRA served several purposes. The act increased 
border security by authorizing barriers along international borders, including the U.S. – 
Mexico border (Garcia, 2017). Although the IIRIRA reform became a pathway for many 
migrants to become naturalized, it also increased immigrants' criminalization, which led 
to an increase in deportations of non-citizen veterans.   
IIRIRA furthered restrictions of benefits for immigrants and expanded the list of 
deportable offenses. Under the “Aggravated Felony” section of the IIRIRA, non-citizen 
migrants who commit a felony, or go to jail for at least one year, are considered 
deportable. Legal permanent residents and non-citizen U.S. veterans are not exempt from 
this law and can be deported under the 1996 IIRIRA. However, the list's expansion 
includes non-violent crimes, which means a non-citizen veteran can be deported for a 
simple traffic violation. 
 
Anti – Immigrant Rhetoric  
 
The 9/11 terrorist attack regenerated the U.S. government’s xenophobia, which 
creates harmful and false beliefs of immigrants as terrorists and criminals. Using the 
political atmosphere of terrorism and criminality, the U.S. government has continuously 
enforced harmful anti-immigration policies. Negative stereotypes and myths associate 
immigrants with lower levels of formal education and higher levels of crime rates 
and incarceration (Ewing and Rumabut, 2007). However, studies have determined that 
crime rates have declined as immigration has increased, and immigrants are less 
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likely to be incarcerated than native-born citizens (Ewing, Martinez, Rumbaut, 
2015). As Landgrave and Nowrasteh (2018) explain, in 2016, “Illegal immigrants 
are 47 percent less likely to be incarcerated than natives : legal immigrants are 78 
percent less likely to be incarcerated than natives” (pg. 2). In 2015, only 7 percent 
of undocumented immigrants in the United States had a criminal record (Chishti 
and Mittelstadt, 2016). The data supports that Sampsons (2008) claims that cities 
with higher immigration communities are safer than cities with lower immigration. 
Therefore, deported non-citizen U.S. veterans were less likely to commit a felony 
or end up in jail before joining the military. 
When it comes to the history of immigration legislation and politics, 
deported veterans are a relatively recent phenomenon that also reinforces the anti-
immigrant narrative. Although hardly mentioned in the United States' political, 
scholarly, and social world, immigrants have joined the U. S. military since the 
Revolutionary War (Hing, BO., Chacon, JM., Johnson, KR., 2017). As reported by 
the Migration Policy Institute (MPI) and data they gathered from the U.S Citizenship and 
Immigration Services (USCIS), half of the American military personnel were non-citizen 
members in the 1840s (Batalova, 2008). During the Civil War in the 1860s, one-fifth, or 
20 percent, of the Federal Army were non-citizen. To say that immigrants are not an 
essential part of the U.S. military would be inaccurate. In 2019, 1.9 million veterans were 
children of migrants, and 530,000 military veterans were immigrants themselves (Zong 
and Batalova, 2019). From 2001 to 2018, approximately 37,250 non-citizen military 
personnel have become naturalized citizens, and 111 received their citizenship after death 
(Batalova, 2008). The numbers demonstrate a lack of accountability in the U.S. Armed 
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Forces to encourage citizenship. The numbers also demonstrate that when the criminal 
justice system intersected with immigration legislation, it created unpredicted 
consequences on U.S. military personnel and veterans. Immigrants are not viewed by 
society as people who are capable of joining the military. Therefore, military personal 
and veterans were not excluded from immigrant policies. Such circumstances block the 
belief system that a migrant can also be a hero or merely a person of good morals; 
deporting non-citizen U.S. veterans reinforces false negative stereotypes and encourages 
the anti-immigrant rhetoric. 
 
Military Related Policies 
 
Enlisting in the military does not automatically convert a migrant into a citizen, 
but it can become a pathway towards expedited naturalization. Such policies can be 
traced back to 1862 when Congress passed the first legislation that expedited 
naturalization for joining the military (Lorenzen, 2011). In our current time frame, 
Section A. of the Immigration and Nationality Act §328 states that an individual who has 
served in the United States Armed Forces for one year under honorable conditions can 
become a naturalized citizen (8 USC §1439). Section 328 reduced the previous three-year 
minimum to one year. Due to the War on Terror, President George W. Bush put into 
effect Executive Order 13269 - Expedited Naturalization of Aliens and Noncitizen 
Nationals Serving in Active-Duty Status During the War on Terrorism. The Executive 
Order allows non-citizen service members to apply for naturalization after one day of 
honorable active-duty service during a time of war (Exec. Order No. 13269, 2002).  
Because of the migrant related policies, such as EO 13269, three of the military branches 
have begun a naturalization program that starts the citizenship process in boot camp 
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(McIntosh and Sayala, 2011).  However, to begin the naturalization process, non-citizen 
service members are still required to apply. The policies revolving around immigration 
and citizenship is valuable information that is often forgotten by recruiters and unknown 
to service members. Also, policies are not fixed and change every several years.   
Immigration laws and policies that are connected with the military can be used for 
recruitment manipulation. During the Vietnam War, migrants who were non-citizens 
could still be drafted to serve in the military. Towards the end of the U.S. involvement 
with the Vietnam War, the draft ended (Glass, 2012). Unlike previous wars that consisted 
mostly of the entirely drafted military personnel, the government was suddenly forced to 
adapt and find forms to recruit civilians into the armed forces. It can be argued that the 
Immigration and Nationality Act §328 and Executive Order 13269 are tools used to 
manipulate and target permanent legal residents (PLR) into serving in the armed forces. 
A military recruiter may emphasize that such policies allow for expedited citizenship, 
which can be of high interest to a non-citizen even if the individual is currently on the 
pathway towards citizenship. Such policies appear to be related to pre-military or during 
military service, but there appear to be limited policies related to immigrants after serving 
in the military. 
Although presidents and politicians are creating policies that can expedite 
naturalization, other policies may create barriers or lead to deportation. Even while 
serving in the armed forces, non-citizen veterans and military personnel can experience 
deportation (Hartsfield, 2011). The Uniform Code of Military Justice, also known as the 
"UCMJ," is separate from civilian courts and contains its own set of policies and laws 
that are printed in the Manual for Courts-Martial ("MCM"). The UCMJ applies to all 
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active and reserve members of the U.S. military. A court-martial in the UCMJ and a bad 
conduct discharge can conclude that a non-citizen service member is deported. Once a 
court-martial has been processed, the service members' information is transferred into the 
FBI division. According to Army regulations, the Army must also send the legal 
resident's information to the U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (I.C.E). Such 
regulations do not extend across all branches. The Navy and Marine Corps do not require 
information to be sent to I.C.E. These policies transfer the military criminal justice 
system into the civilian criminal justice system, leading to deportation. This circumstance 
can be troublesome because the non-citizen service member may already be a person who 
is suffering from multiple layers of trauma or PTSD. However, this is not a typical 
scenario for deported veterans. There are different forms of discharge from the U.S. 
military. Most non-citizen veterans experience deportation after being Honorably 
Discharged from the U.S. military.  
Immigrants’ prosperous relationship within the U.S. military continues until 
today. However, due to intersectional laws and policies that criminalize immigration, 
non-citizen U.S. veterans have faced a significant increase in deportations since 1996. 
The IIRIRA Reform may have given a pathway to citizenship for many migrants. 
However, it also increased border security, created restrictions on the use of immigrants' 
benefits, and created a new category to deport migrants who commit an "aggravated 
felony."  The law includes that any crime that results in the imprisonment of a minimum 
of one year is subject to deportation. It is essential to consider that non-citizen U.S. 
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Trauma and Military 
 
When it comes to immigrant veterans, many of these crimes are committed while 
attempting to self-medicate from negative military experiences, which include drug 
addiction or difficulty readjusting to civilian life. Military personnel are trained to kill but 
lack training in transitioning back to becoming a civilian. Although non-citizen veterans 
are eligible for U.S veteran benefits and policies, many do not seek assistance 
immediately. Due to military culture and negative stigmas, many veterans refuse to 
receive assistance until years later or unaware of their disabilities. Other veterans are 
unaware of how much the military impacted their lives and are unaware that they show 
trauma symptoms. Some veterans falsely believe that their experiences are not bad 
enough, and by seeking assistance, they are stealing benefits from more "deserving" 
veterans. Immigrant veterans are part of a vulnerable population due to traumas 
experienced while serving in the military, deployment, or war. Traumas may develop 
through physical, psychological, and mental health issues such as “Shell Shock” or Post 
Traumatic Stress Disorder. PTSD can come from different sectors of the military. Just 
serving in the military can be a form of trauma for many unprepared civilians.   
As Lieutenant Colonel Dave Grossman (1995) explains, there exists a 
psychological effect on learning to kill. Grossman’s (1995) book, On Killing: The 
Psychological Cost of Learning to Kill, emphasizes that most military personal are 
unwilling to kill. However, the military has developed a sophisticated system that helps 
overpower the unwillingness to kill in combat. For example, Grossman (1995) states,  
"Instead of firing at bull's-eye target, the modern soldier fires at man-
shaped silhouettes that pop up for brief periods inside a designated firing 
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line. The soldier learns that they have only a brief second to engage the 
target, and if they do it properly, their behavior is immediately reinforced 
when the target falls" (p. 317). 
Grossman (1995) explains that although the man-shaped targets are a simple process, 
there is evidence that this form of training raises firing rates in combat (p.318). Even if 
the soldier, seaman, airman, or Marine, is not someone who deploys to a combat theater 
overseas, that individual has received training to kill. This form of conditioning lays 
underneath, waiting to come out during a stressful experience to occur. Deported veterans 
are no different. Even if non-citizen veterans do not experience high combat forms, they 
have already experienced a psychological, physical, and mental cost while serving in the 
military, leading to an involuntary action of violence, self-medicated abuse of drugs, and 
alcoholism, and deportation.  
Although PTSD can appear in anyone, veterans are at higher risk of suffering 
from PTSD than the general population because of the violence and trauma experienced 
in the military. In many cases, trauma can surface years after serving. Veterans Affairs 
(VA) exists to help veterans dealing with physical and mental traumas from serving in the 
military. However, there exist many barriers that prevent disabled non-citizen veterans 
from receiving assistance at VA hospitals. First, military culture does not allow signs of 
weakness. Therefore, for a veteran to ask for help can be extremely difficult because it 
can go against personal beliefs. There also exist requirements provided by the VA. To be 
eligible to receive most benefits, the veteran is required to leave the military with an 
"honorable discharge” or be medically separated. However, a veteran could end his 
contract with an "other than honorable discharge" because of actions taken while 
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experiencing post-traumatic stress. Concerning trauma in the military, non-citizen 
veterans are no different from citizen veterans. Therefore, it is essential to highlight the 
term "veteran" in the "non-citizen veteran" discussion. Deporting a veteran is highly 
dangerous because that will add an extra layer of unhealthy issues to individuals who 
may already be suffering from mental and physical health problems.  
Deportation could lead to a series of mental and physical health consequences to 
members of the immigrant community. A veteran may also be a vulnerable group that 
falls into similar mental, and physical health hazards due to their experiences and traumas 
suffered while serving in the military. To deport a veteran may put the individual in 
higher stages of vulnerability and dangers of drug abuse, suicide, or death. However, 
being deported creates barriers for veterans to access healthcare that they have earned and 
may desperately need since most VA hospitals are located in the United States. Due to a 
deported veteran's advocacy, the VA established a clinic in Tijuana, Mexico (Stimson 
and Galindo, 2018). This clinic may possibly assist local deported veterans in Tijuana, 
but not all veterans in Mexico or other countries. By deporting the non-citizen veteran, 
the U.S. denies proper access to specific healthcare. Also, hospitals in foreign countries 
may not have the proper resources or be prepared to help deported veterans due to 
political and cultural differences. A country that did not participate in conflicts between 
the Vietnam War and Operation Iraqi Freedom War may not know how to deal with the 
veterans who have. Social stigmas, cultural and political views, locations, and funding 
can create barriers or deny healthcare access for deported veterans. Under the Declaration 
of Human Rights (UDHR), denying healthcare access to deported veterans is a violation 
of human rights (Horyniak, D., Bojorquez, I., Armenta, R. F., & Davidson, P. J., 2017). 
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Furthermore, because of the special training that military personnel receive, some 
deported veterans are being forced to train drug cartel groups in military tactics and 
killing (Renzi A., 2019, Ready for War).  
The human rights issue of non-citizen U.S. veterans experiencing deportation is a 
recent phenomenon that is not known widely to the general population in the U.S but has 
recently gained attention in the political world. Social media, newspapers, and activists 
have increased awareness of deported veterans to politicians. In 2016, Democrat Raul 
Grijaval from Arizona introduced the first deported veterans’ legislation. Since then, the 
Veterans and Visa Protection Act 2016 (H.R.5695) has been reintroduced in 2017 
(H.R.1045) and 2019 (H.R.2098). In 2017, A series of attempts to enter legislation 
(H.R.2760 – Immigrant Veterans Eligibility Tracking System (I-VETS) Act, H.R.2759 – 
Naturalization at Training Sites Act of 2017 or NATS Act, HR 1470: Restoring Respect 
for Immigrant Service in Uniform Act, H.R.1405 – Veterans Visa and Protection Act of 
2017) had been introduced by several politicians but failed to gain serious momentum.  
Further veteran legislation has been introduced and expanded. Current 
recommended legislation includes the H.R.1078 – Repatriate Our Patriots Act, H.R.2098 
– Veterans Visa and Protection Act of 2019, S.1042 – Healthcare Opportunities for 
Patriots in Exile Act, H.R.928 – Immigrant Veterans Eligibility Tracking System (I-
VETS) Act, and H.R. 4890: Veteran Deportation Prevention and Reform Act. In general, 
the bills propose assistance for non-citizen veterans to return to the United States and 
prevent deportation. Several recommended bills provide further assistance by proposing 
that homeland security create a tracking system for deported veterans (H.R. 928), allow 
veterans to parole back into the U.S. after deportation for healthcare purposes (S.1042), 
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and also create a pathway to citizenship for certain dependents of non-citizen veterans 
(H.R. 4890).  
Current bills have restrictions that will disqualify most deported veterans from 
meeting the standards and receiving help. For example, 4 out of the 5 current bills 
highlight that the veteran must not have committed any serious crimes or been 
imprisoned for 5 years. Through all bills, there is an emphasis on being an “eligible” 
deported veteran. One bill furthers eligibility by requiring that the veteran has to have 
been honorably discharged. All veterans, who have experienced deportation, have 
committed a felony, which translates that many new bills are ineffective to the U.S. 
deported veterans.  
As stated previously, due to the IIRIRA 1996, a non-citizen veteran can receive 
deportation if the service member has committed a felony. However, a deported non-
citizen veteran can return to the United States after deportation. There are three forms 
that a deported veteran can return to the United States:  
First, if the felony is reduced into a misdemeanor, the veteran can prevent 
deportation or return to the United States. For example, Kim Chong is an Army veteran 
who migrated from South Korea when he was five years old. After serving in Iraq and 
being discharged, Chong was convicted of two crimes in 2013 and 2016. The second 
criminal offense led to Chong pleading guilty to a felony.  However, instead of jail time, 
the judge ordered Chong to rehab. Chong became sober and found a stable job.  Shortly 
after, Immigration and Customs Enforcement placed Chong in a detention center. A pro-
bono lawyer took Chong’s felony case and reduced the charge into a misdemeanor that 
allowed Chong to be released from the detention center (Silkman, 2017). In certain 
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conditions, deported veterans may be eligible to reduce their felony into a misdemeanor. 
If capable of reduction, the deported veterans would then be eligible to apply for 
citizenship if they served during a time of war under Executive Order 13269.  
Second, if a deported veteran receives a "pardon," then the deported veteran's 
crime is forgiven, and the legal consequences are dismissed. For example, Hector Barajas 
is the founder of a deported veteran organization known as "the Bunker." The shelter is 
located in Tijuana, Mexico, and has approximately thirty deported veterans. Hector was 
born in Mexico and entered the U.S. as a child. Hector was a non-citizen veteran that was 
deported after serving six years in the U.S. Army as a decorated paratrooper. After 
separating from the military, Hector struggled with transitioning back to civilian life. 
Learning to cope with his trauma and transition, Hector turned to drugs. One year after 
separating from the military, Hector was arrested and went to prison. Two years later, he 
was deported. Like many deported veterans, Barajas believed that he had received 
citizenship automatically when enlisting. Military recruiters reinforce the belief of 
automatic naturalization (ACLU, 2018). Hector spent 14 years deported until Governor 
Jerry Brown pardoned him. This pardon allowed Hector to return home and become a 
U.S. citizen under EO 13269.  
The third and worst form of return for a deported veteran is death. When deported 
veterans die, they still have the right to be buried in a military memorial graveyard in the 
United States. Deported veteran Carlos Jaime Torres died in Mexico at the age of 63. He 
served honorably in the U.S Army and Navy during the Vietnam war and was deported 
for possession of marijuana. In 2018, Carlos received a full military funeral with honors 
at the Rio Grande Valley State Veterans Cemetery in Mission, Texas (Flores, 2018). 
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Most of the examples previously mentioned of non-citizen deported veterans in 
this review consist of men. Suggestions for future literature work would include gender 
since women identified as non-citizen veterans have also experienced deportation. Other 
suggestions include members of the LGTBQ community who might have been forcefully 
separated from the military because of sexual orientation during the “Don’t ask, Don’t 
tell” policy. Research can be expanded to include different war eras. Furthermore, non-
citizen veterans have experienced deportation to countries all over the world. Research 
can be done in different countries and racial identity. 
Theoretical Framework 
 
My Theoretical Framework consists of the Intersectionality Theory by scholar and 
activist Kimberly Crenshaw. Crenshaw’s (1989) theory highlights that people can 
experience multiple levels of oppression and overlapping injustices in power structures 
due to different identities, such as race and gender. Therefore, Crenshaw (1989) coined 
the term intersectionality when arguing that Black women were viewed as invisible in the 
cultural and political world of feminism and antiracism policies. Similarly, a non-citizen 
U.S. veteran is viewed as almost invisible in the criminalized anti-immigration and 
disabled veteran rhetoric and policies.  
Some may argue that veterans are not an oppressed group and that toxic 
masculinity may be a better framework. I agree that toxic masculinity can be used as a 
theoretical framework to describe the military culture, including active duty, reservists, 
and veterans who are citizens and non-citizens. However, such a framework does not 
describe the whole picture and is more complicated than toxic masculinity. Veterans, 
citizens and non-citizens, do not seek assistance from the government for many reasons 
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that go beyond viewing asking for help as “weakness.” For example, many veterans are 
unaware that they qualify and are entitled to disability assistance or benefits. Other 
veterans falsely believe that they are stealing resources from veterans who are in dire 
need by asking for help. Therefore, they are making self-sacrifice to support fellow 
veterans. I understand why some scholars say that veterans are not considered an 
oppressed group. Veterans can have access to educational benefits, healthcare, and more. 
However, access to these benefits can be restricted and challenging to receive for 
multiple reasons. Some believe that the government and Veteran Affairs (VA) are 
unwilling to help veterans because of the significant number of obstacles they may have 
to overcome to receive benefits.  
The veteran affairs represent a process and a systematic structure designed to 
deny benefits to disabled veterans. To receive medical assistance and benefits, such as 
disability pension, the veteran cannot merely state that the veteran is in pain or struggles 
with mental health issues. The veteran is required to prove any disabilities exist and then 
required for the disability to be “service-connected” to a specific event or document filled 
while serving in the U.S. military. In the end, the veteran can spend years doing all the 
work of continuous appointments, examinations, and paperwork, but benefits and 
medical assistance can still be denied multiple times. Therefore, veterans are often 
reluctant to start the process.  
In the civilian world, veterans can experience discrimination based on association 
and false narratives. Evidence exists of employment barriers based on stereotypes and 
veteran group membership, which can be a factor in veterans' high unemployment rates 
(Stone, C., Lengnick-Hall, M., and Muldoon, J.,2018). Negative stigmas of PTSD can 
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lead to discrimination, perceptions of danger and incompetence, and social exclusion 
against military veterans (Hipes and Gemots, 2018).  Other examples include the poor 
treatment of Vietnam veterans upon return to the U.S. In current time frames, veterans 
can still experience the same forms of discrimination from civilians because of conflicts 
overseas. The same narratives that Vietnam veterans face, modern veterans may still face 
from specific populations and locations. 
Immigration policies often do not include veteran experiences. Veteran policies 
do not often include immigration experiences. Therefore, non-citizen veterans are 
excluded in immigration deportation policies because they reflect specific experiences 
that do not intertwine citizenship and disabled U.S. veteran. Intersectionality expands 
such theories and policies to include an intersection (Crenshaw, 1989).  
Non-citizen military personnel are discriminated against in immigration 
proceedings. Currently, seventy-one percent of youth between ages 17 and 24 are 
incapable of enlisting in the military because of fitness, basic education, criminal 
background, health, and more (Spoehr and Handy, 2018). Nevertheless, migrants are still 
able to enlist as long as they meet the requirements. However, according to 2018 USCIS 
data reports, non-citizen military personal who apply for citizenship are denied at a 
higher average rate than migrants who do not join the military (USCIS, 2018).  
When a U.S. veteran experience the punishment of deportation due to a 
combination of non-citizenship (U.S immigration system), criminal laws and policies, 
and military (trauma and culture), the non-citizen veteran is experiencing multiple layers 
of injustices and discrimination. Many non-citizens are manipulated into the U.S. military 
with great promise of benefits, experience, economic security, social acceptance, and 
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citizenship. The non-citizens complete their part of the deal with the U.S. government, 
which often comes with a high price of mental, emotional, and physical injury. However, 
when the non-citizen veteran needs help while dealing with their trauma and during their 
worst circumstances, they are kicked out of the country. The veteran is experiencing 
discrimination based on disabilities and citizenship status. Non-citizen veterans are an 
important aspect of migration studies because deported veterans encompass unintended 
consequences and a missing link to immigration politics 
Methodology 
 
This article is based on the fieldwork conducted in San Diego, California, 
and Tijuana, Baja California, Mexico. This section details the particular time spent 
in the field during November and December of 2019. First, a description of the 
research design is explained to build the components used in the field. The 
reasoning for selecting San Diego, California, and Tijuana, Mexico, is discussed 
with a description of the interviewed population. The section also discusses 
obstacles and achievements to the selected location, enrollment of participants, 
and development of conducting interviews. The goal is to be as transparent as 
possible to provide an accurate report on the fieldwork experience and its diverse 
elements. Next, I broaden the development of field instruments such as the 
research questions guide. Data analysis consists of data collection and identifying 
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Research Design  
 
 For this qualitative study, an ethnographic research method was carefully 
selected as the most effective strategy. The research design is composed of 6 in-
depth semi-structured qualitative interviews of participants that belong to the 
deported non-citizen U.S. veteran community in Mexico. This research pulls from 
in-depth semi-structured interviews to develop detailed descriptions and integrate 
multiple perspectives (Weiss, 1994, p. 9-10). Weiss’s instruments allowed me to 
analyze the narratives of pre-military experience, military experience, deportation 
process, and the effects of deportation as a non-citizen U.S. veteran. 
 To understand deported non-citizen U.S. Veterans, a qualitative study was 
chosen because the research aims to reveal the connected narratives of military 
and deportation experience. The qualitative research method also aims to expose 
the hardships and life-threatening dangers that deported personal can face due to 
their connection to the U.S. military.  
 
Site Selection, Fieldwork, and Research Methods 
 
The fieldwork began on a trip to San Diego to view the deported veteran 
documentary titled Ready for War (Renzi A., 2019, Ready for War). The 
documentary brings awareness to deported non-citizen veterans and their struggles 
after separating from the military and after deportation—the film launched in a 
movie theater called La Jolla in November 2019. After the film, a discussion panel 
took place where the film producers, politicians, and a man named Hector 
discussed the film's themes and answered the audience's questions. After the panel, 
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a dinner was hosted for members. At the dinner, I had the opportunity to converse 
with the film producers, a political advocate for deported veterans, and two 
deported U.S. veterans who were legally able to return to the United States. One of 
those deported veterans is Hector Barajas, a U.S. Army veteran deported in 2004 
and later established the Deported Veteran Support House.  Hector is a critical 
figure in the documentary and advocacy for deported veterans’ legislation. 
Through this fieldwork, I made connections and later stay and volunteer at the 
support house in December 2019.  
The Deported Veteran Support House, also known as DVSH and 
nicknamed “The Bunker” by the deported veterans, is an organization that is 
located in Tijuana, Baja California, Mexico. The organization operates in an 
apartment located 3 miles away from the U.S-Mexico border. The apartment 
doors are glass and contained many American and military-related flags hanging 
so that people cannot see inside. However, the door hardly remains locked 
during the day as it remains open for individuals to volunteer or deported 
veterans to ask for assistance. Above the door is a banner with the organization's 
name, a logo, and a contact number. The apartment belongs to the founder - 
Hector. 
Many deported veterans struggle with homelessness, poverty, substance abuse, 
and physical abuse after being dropped off in the receiving country. Non-citizen U.S. 
veterans are deported worldwide, and I am incapable of finding the exact numbers of 
deported veterans with exact locations. However, there exists a large community of 
deported veterans in Mexico. Hector and other deported vets have been often seen in 
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their uniforms marching by the U.S. – Mexico border with picket signs. DVSH 
supports this community by providing temporary shelter, clothing, food, and 
assistance in obtaining local identification and proper documentation, which is of 
utmost importance in Mexico. The organization also provides a community to deported 
veterans who often feel betrayed by the U.S. government and are estranged from the 
Mexican local community and culture.  
The Bunker was established in 2014. Since 2014, over 400 deported U.S. 
veterans have reached out to the DVSH organization for assistance, and many have 
stayed at the shelter. Many of these veterans served overseas in Iraq, Afghanistan, 
Vietnam, and other military-related operations. Another organization has been 
established in Tijuana, Mexico, for deported veterans. However, the organization is 
new, established in 2019, and does not shelter deported veterans. Therefore, focusing 
on DVSH was crucial for this research study.   
While volunteering at the shelter during December in 2019, I lived at the 
“Bunker” and interviewed six participants. Unfortunately, no deported veterans stayed 
at the shelter during that time frame, but I collected observations of the 
organization setting and staff (Creswell, 2011). Such circumstances are not always 
the case. The founder of DVSH mentioned that groups of non-citizens deported veterans 
often stay at the "Bunker" and can be homeless for months. While volunteering, I was 
able to help DVSH with entering data and policy research. Before going to the support 
house, I met with my local veteran service officer to discuss possible benefits and 
disabilities for the deported veterans. The veteran service officer had previously assisted 
deported veterans in receiving benefits from the VA and handed me application forms so 
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deported non-citizen veterans can apply for benefits. While at DVSH, the founder and I 
assisted non-citizen veterans in filling out the forms. During this time, I was able to 
schedule the interviews with the deported veterans. Using the snowball method, I was 
able to find more participants. 
DVSH was crucial in the assistance of recruiting participants for the in-depth 
interviews. DVSH would call the participants and ask them to visit the shelter. The 
participants consisted of former members of the U.S. armed forces. The former members 
of the Armed forces have expertise in military culture, recruitment, training, 
deployments, and war. The participants also consisted of solely male Latino non-citizen 
U.S. veterans that experienced removal procedures from the United States. The 
interviews took place in the upstairs kitchen for privacy and were scheduled three per day 
over the weekend. An iPhone was used as a research instrument to record the interviews. 
Each interview was taped for certainty and lasted between 60 and 150 minutes (Kendall, 
2006). Participants were informed in detail about the study, their rights, themes, 
researchers' contact information, and that there will be no negative consequences if they 
chose not to participate. All participants gave recorded oral consent or signed a consent 
form before the interview began. The participants gave consent to the interview and being 
recorded. All participants were given an alias for this study. The recording was 
transcribed, and repeated themes were highlighted in the findings section below. 
 
Instruments: Interview Guide 
 
The data for this research consisted of fifty questions. The questions consisted of 
open-ended answers and categorized themes of migration, military service, and 
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deportation. Field notes were manually written down during the interviews. The 
questions remained the same for all participants. Participants were allowed to share their 
stories with comfort and follow-up questions to keep them engaged and possibly provide 
any additional information about their experiences. All participants were aware that they 
could stop the interview whenever they pleased if feeling uncomfortable and could 
decline to answer any question or questions. The interview questions are below: 
  
Migration: 
1. Can you tell me about where you were born? 
2. How and when did you migrate to the United States? 
3. When did you find out that you were an immigrant? 
4. How did you react to the new information about being an immigrant? 
5. How did it change your views on life? 
6. Can you tell me about your experiences as an immigrant child?  
7. Did you experience any negativity (such as racism, xenophobia, or 
discrimination) for being an immigrant child? If so, how and what kind? 
8. Did you experience any involvement with law enforcement or the criminal 
justice system before joining the military? If so, what happened? 
9. Do you think growing up as an immigrant might have prepared you for the 
military? Why and why not? 
10. When did you receive legal permanent resident status?  
 
Military Service: 
11. When did you join the military? 
12. What motivated you to join the military? 
13. Did you know that you could apply for citizenship when you enlisted? 
14. What did the military recruiters tell you about your resident status? 
15. How did the recruiters go about notifying you about applying for 
citizenship? 
16. What was your occupation in the military? 
17. How did you choose your occupation? 
18. Where were you stationed throughout your career? 
19. How many times did you deploy? 
20. Where did you deploy? (This may be a sensitive subject) 
21. How was your military experience during deployment? 
22. Did you get injured, either combat-related or not combat-related through 
training, in the military? If so, how and what happened after the injury? 
23. Did you experience or witness any combat-related events while serving? 
24. Did you experience any forms of violence associated with military culture 
and tradition, such as Hazing and Corporal Punishment? 
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25. How did your chain of command notify you about applying for 
citizenship? 
26. Do you view your military experience as positive or negative? Can you 
elaborate? 
27. When did you separate from the military? 
28. What was your discharge status? 
29. Why did you not apply for citizenship? During and after the military? 
(This may be a sensitive subject) 
 
Deportation: 
30. What was your experience returning to civilian life? 
31. What led to the deportation? (This may be a sensitive subject) 
32. What was the process of deportation like for you? 
33. How did it feel to be deported? (This may be a sensitive subject) 
34. How do you feel now about the deportation experience? 
35. Where did you get deported? 
36. How did you hear about the Bunker? 
37. Do you feel comfortable in the culture of Tijuana? 
38. In your opinion, what are some positive experiences as an American 
veteran in Tijuana? 
39. In your opinion, what are some negative experiences as an American 
veteran in Tijuana? 
40. What kind of jobs can deported veterans get in Tijuana? 
41. Are deported veterans able to find housing? If so, can you describe what 
kind of housing? 
42. Do you believe you can receive adequate healthcare concerning your 
service-related, physical or mental, injuries? 
43. How do your military service injuries affect you at home? In social life? 
44. How do your military injuries affect you at work? 
45. Do you want to return to the United States? 
46. Do you think deported veterans should be allowed to return to the U.S.? 
Why or why not? 
47. Do you believe that if you stay out of the U.S. that you should still receive 
military-related benefits such as compensation for injuries and healthcare? 
Why or why not? 
48. Would a Veteran Affairs visa that allowed permission to commute into the 
U.S. for Veteran Affairs hospital and other veteran-related services in the 
U.S. make a difference?  
49. Do you believe the politicians that have come to visit deported veterans 
are helping? Why or why not? 
50. If you were talking to a politician, what would you tell the politician? 
 
It was essential to separate the interview questions into three themes. It was 
crucial to ask questions before military experiences such as migration and 
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childhood to demonstrate a connection between military experience and 
deportation. It was crucial to ask questions about military experiences such as 
military occupation and deployments to demonstrate a connection between 
military trauma and deportation. It was crucial to ask questions about post-
deportation to highlight a connection between military and trauma.  
Participants were open to discussing criminality and police encounters. All 
participants had zero involvement with the criminal justice system before joining 
the military. The offenses took place after completing their time in the military. 
Most were honorably discharged from the service. The deportation charges were 
primarily drug related. Treatment by law enforcement can vary. Due to their status 
as veterans, some law enforcement officers and judges were favorable in the U.S. 




I will analyze immigration laws and policies that demonstrate immigrants' history 
in the military and how the criminal justice system impacted the military-immigrant 
relationship. Using qualitative research methods, I conducted in-depth interviews, 
examined field notes and interview transcripts, and included first-hand experiences to 
develop themes that may have led to the non-citizen veteran being deported and the 
aftereffects of deportation. I categorized the themes according to similarities and 
differences. I will write short memos to identify critical issues (Emerson, Fretz, &Shaw, 
2011). The qualitative research method will repeat itself into a coding system with all 
relevant information fits. 
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The Unit of Analysis includes the intersectional relationship between the 
criminalization of immigrants and non-citizen U.S. disabled Veterans. Intersectional 
components include the criminal justice system, immigration system, trauma, and 
disabilities in the military system. The criminal justice system integration into the 
immigration system concludes with immigrants' criminalization through discriminatory 
laws and policies based on citizenship and race. The immigration system integration into 
the military system developed recruitment policies and laws targeted at migrants. 
Additional military system components include trauma during service, post-traumatic 
stress, post-military life, and the U.S department of veteran affairs. Combining all three 
systems creates a narrow pathway for unintended intersectional consequences of deported 




Primary resources will also include personal first-hand experience as a non-citizen 
U.S. military personal that gained citizenship while serving in the United States Marine 
Corps. I recognized that the deported veterans and I were able to relate in several forms. 
We were able to joke around about military-related subjects. As an immigrant and a 
military veteran, I was not an outsider of the community, and it gave me a unique 
position to understand their experiences (Merton, 1972). Personal military experiences 
allow me to communicate and relate with deported U.S. veterans and service members 
through military culture. I felt welcomed. Personal immigration background allows me to 
relate with the U.S. deported veterans through immigrant culture and racial identity. The 
strengths of in-depth interviews may include that I fit into the intersection of immigrant 
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and military personnel community. The association may have assisted in recruiting 
participants for in-depth interviews. The connection could provide a comforting interview 
experience for excellent and honest research.  
Critiques and limitations may include that subjects may have withheld 
information due to the deported veterans' vulnerability and trauma. Nevertheless, I was 
not entirely an insider and recognized that my identity as a citizen and researcher could 
impact the interviews (Kerstetter, 2012). My status as a veteran who received citizenship 
may provide a disconnect. I had not experienced deportation, and all of the deported 
veterans I encountered during this trip were much older. I was both an insider and an 
outsider of the community. My identity put me in the “space between” (Dwyer and 
Buckle, 2009). However, I was cautious to recognize how my position as a researcher 
puts me in a power and privilege system, and such a position can impact the research 
methods and results (Kaoirala, Argenal, and Zanoni, 2017). Mainly because the 
participants and myself had identical backgrounds, but the circumstances worked out in 
my favor, but not theirs. I tried my best not to let the deported veterans feel criticized. 
I plan to use my status to contribute to this humanitarian crisis by exposing 
the criminalization flaws in immigration policy and traumatic experiences in the 
military lifestyle. I plan to assist deported veterans by amplifying their stories in 
the scholarly world and media to increase national attention. These narratives will 
increase the general population's awareness and direct politicians to take 
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Findings 
 
Research Participant Profiles  
 
This section of the article will discuss the empirical findings and analysis of this 
research project. The topics that surfaced from the data were converted into themes and 
will be presented to demonstrate how immigration identity, criminal involvement before 
military service, military experience, physical and mental trauma, criminal involvement 
post-military, post deportation experience, and U.S. legislation have a role in the identity 
of non-citizen deported veterans. To gain insight, an in-depth assessment of research 
participants was required. The six research participants' characteristics consist of 
birthplace, current age, age and year of migration, ethnicity, highest level of education, 
criminal activity prior service, military branch, military job, discharge status, and 
deportation offense. 
Research participants that were interviewed were born between the 1940s and 
1970s. The participants ranged in ages between the early 40s to mid 70’ (Appendix A). 
The youngest participant was 42 years old, and the oldest participant was 74 years old. 
Two participants were in the 60-65 years old range, and two participants were in the late 
50’s category. These age groups were significant for the analysis because I found that 
military and post-military experiences were similar throughout the different generations 
and war eras. Research participants demonstrated that regardless of being in the military 
during different periods, non-citizen U.S. veterans struggled with unrecognized trauma 
from military experiences and culture while struggling with reintegration into civilian 
culture. The recruitment process consisted of the snowballing method from the DVSH 
organization. The variety in ages was significant because it prevented focusing only on 
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one age group or specific military decade. Instead, the age differences highlight the 
immigrant political atmosphere in the U.S. and similarities of experiences while serving 
in the military. 
The research participants' birthplace category was dominated by people who were 
born in Mexico.  Five participants were born in Mexico, while only one participant calls 
Panama his place of birth. The location of the Deported Veteran Support House, the 
closeness to the Mexico – U.S. border, and the recruitment process produced an expected 




Table 1.1Place of birth of participants  
 
 The demographics also include military branch, year enlisted, discharge status, 
whether a person deployed, military occupation, and years in service, which are all 
significant factors to gather data on military experience and how many individuals were 
deported after separation from the U.S. military (refer to Appendix B). Three participants 
joined the United States Marine Corps. Two interviewees joined the United States Army. 
One participant joined the United States Navy. All participants joined as active duty 
enlisted military personal. Half of the participants re-enlisted for a second term in the 
armed services. Participants joined the military between sixteen and twenty-four years 
old and served between 1972 and 2001. The lowest number of years in the military was 
three, and the highest number of years in the military was eleven.  
During the interview process, questions about deportation were included to gain 
insight into why the non-citizen veterans had been deported. Insight also included a first-
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person narrative of deportation experience and proceedings. All participants felt 
comfortable enough to disclose their offenses that lead to deportation. Four participants 
explained that their offenses consisted of drug-related charges. The four participants 
explained that at the time, they were addicted to drugs and alcohol. Their offenses 
consisted of drugs or criminal activity in the pursuit of money for drugs. Two participants 
explained that they were at the wrong place at the wrong time. One participant was pulled 
over by Immigration Customs and Enforcement (I.C.E) by the Mexico – U.S. border. The 
participant was driving a coworker to work. He was unaware that the coworker was 
undocumented. ICE stopped the participant and charged him with transporting an 
undocumented immigrant. The other participant became a limo driver after the military. 
The limo was searched by law enforcement during a night of intoxicated customers. Law 
enforcement found an unregistered firearm in the vehicle. The participant explains that 
the firearm did not belong to him, but no one took claim of the handgun. Therefore, he 
was charged for the unregistered firearm because it was found in his vehicle. All 















       Self 
Deportation 
  
4 1 1 111   1 1       3 6   
 
Table 1.2 Recorded deportation offenses  
 
All participants were unaware that they could be deported. All participants believed that 
they were incapable of being deported because of their status as a U.S. veteran, believing 
that they were citizens, or identifying as Americans. All participants attempted to fight 
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deportation. However, after spending time in jail, prison, and detention centers, all 
participants self-deported. 
Conversations about deportation also include the aftereffects and results. Post-
deportation questions had been highlighted to gain insight on possible undiagnosed 
traumas and disabilities gained while serving in the U.S. military.  Such questions were 
necessary because of the self-identity, and cultural capital of the non-citizens deported 
veterans. Even more critical is the lack of benefits that the veterans have earned and are 
still entitled to even though they have experienced deportation. The U.S. government 
owes benefits to deported veterans to help them with their physical and mental 
disabilities.  
 
Immigration and the American Identity 
 
 This section of the analysis discusses the non-citizen veteran’s immigration 
experience and identity. Five participants fall under the “1.5 generation” migrants. One 
participant falls under the first-generation migrant. During the migration journey, 
participants' ages ranged from one to eighteen years old (refer to Appendix A). Five 
participants migrated between the ages of one to eleven years old, and one participant 
migrated at eighteen. Years of migration ranged from the mid-1950s to the mid-1980s. 
According to participants, immigration was not an issue and hardly a political concern 
during these thirty years. Proficient English was enough to qualify as an American citizen 
to the U.S. border patrol and enter the Mexico-U.S. border. All participants had received 
their documentation and status as “Legal Permanent Residents.” Participants were able to 
receive documentation through family members before migrating or applying as soon as 
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they arrived in the U.S. Therefore, most participants were born in Mexico but raised in 
the U.S. The majority of participants did not have a choice to migrate. Their families 
chose to migrate for them. Participants adopted cultural customs from both their country 
of birth and the country raised. All participants assimilated to the U.S culture and 
identified themselves as Americans. All participants spoke English during the interviews. 
Five out of six participants spoke fluent English. Because of stereotypes of immigrant 
identity and being raised in the American school system, participants did not identify or 
consider themselves immigrants. The countries, Mexico and Panama, were considered 
the home of their parents, and when their families migrated to the U.S., they no longer 
expressed ties to the country.  As Marine 2 claims: 
“I'm not ashamed to be saying I’m American. I say it all the time. But 
Mexican, I'm not Mexican. And I don't mean that in a disrespectful way. 
But I'm an American, of Mexican descent. I'm a Mexican American.” 
(p.30). 
 
The experiences of the 1.5 generation differ from individuals who migrate as 
adults. All participants explained that they did not experience discrimination based on 
immigrant status. However, one participant recognized discrimination against migrants 
who did not fit into the American culture by individuals who were also part of the 
Mexican American community. Because the participant was raised in the U.S., he could 
“pass” as an American citizen and not feel discriminated against or attacked himself. 
Racial discrimination appears to have been a problem as participants discuss rocks 
thrown at them or fights in their schools and communities. Two participants 
demonstrated activism in their teenage years for racial equality. In multicultural 
communities, participants discussed not feeling discriminated against.   
 
 
   37 
 The terminology of permanent residency became a factor of assimilating to the 
American identity. The term Legal Permanent Resident, also known as LPR, is 
mentioned by the participants. The term “permanent” in LPR gave the participants a 
belief system that they were already Americans and incapable of being deported. As 
Marine 3 stated, “Thought I was a permanent resident. Yeah. And that's what it meant 
permanent. Yeah. So, I didn't feel the need to chase something else, you know” (p.28, 
Marine 3). Solider 1 stated: 
“You get your green card, but you don't realize what you're getting. And I 
didn't know that the Green Card could be taken away, that was a 
permanent, permanent legal resident. So, you know, that's part of the 
problem is when people get their green cards, they don't realize that it 
could be taken away” (pg.5, Soldier 1). 
 
Marine 3 reinforces Solider 1’s statement. To the non-citizen veterans, being a PLR gave 
the belief system that they already had the benefits of being a U.S. citizen. Therefore, 
there was no need to pursue citizenship. Joining the military and reciting the Oath of 
Enlistment furthered the connection to the American identity. Growing up in the U.S., 
participating in the cultural norms, joining the military, and the immigration system's 
terminology led the participants to identify as American citizens and not immigrants.  
 
Military Recruitment, Culture, and PTSD 
 
The range in time frames of enlisting in the military varied. Three of the non-
citizen veterans enlisted during the Vietnam War Era. The other three joined the post-
Vietnam war. It is important to note that in a timeframe when American citizens were 
avoiding the draft and leaving the country. Non-citizen veterans were volunteering or 
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being drafted to serve in the U.S. military. Five participants voluntarily enlisted while one 
participant was drafted. However, all participants went through the same entry process.  
The pre-military enlistment process consists of a series of tests. The tests are 
service requirements designed to filter out the individuals who are not fit, either 
physically, mentally, or morally to join the military. First, a new applicant will meet with 
a military recruiter. Second, the applicant takes a written test known as the Armed 
Services Vocational Aptitude Battery (ASVAB). The ASVAB test subjects in English, 
math, writing, and more. The ASVAB, and each test after, is required to enlist in the U.S. 
military. After the ASVAB, there is a physical fitness test and a full medical examination. 
Enlisting in the military also consists of a moral test filled with a criminal background 
check and drug test. Although petty crimes can be waived, serious crimes such as felonies 
will disqualify an applicant from serving in the military. Finally, an Oath of Enlistment is 
taken at the Military Entrance Processing Station. After the tests are completed, the 
applicants can be shipped off to boot camp to begin their military careers. All military 
personal participated in this recruitment process and could be quickly disqualified at any 
moment. Tattoos outside of military regulations are enough to disqualify a person from 
enlisting. According to the participants interviewed, non-citizen veterans were also 
required to participate in the recruitment process, and recruiters informed none about 
applying for citizenship requirements. Instead, five out of six participants believed that by 
enlisting in the military and reciting the Oath of Enlistment, they automatically became 
U.S. citizens. Also, participants expressed that as long as they had LPR, immigration 
status was dismissed as a non-issue in the recruitment process. 
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During the participants' military service, experiences vary. However, traumatic 
experiences paralleled because of military culture and deployments. The MOS, also 
known as Military Occupational Specialty, is usually described as a numerical and letter 
code highlighting what job military service members will have while serving in the 
Armed Forces. Three participants were placed in combat-related fields. Three participants 
were placed in non-combat related fields. Two participants were placed as infantry, one 
as airborne, one as a fire control instructor, and two in the aviation department. The 
military job can determine where the participants spent their military service and how 
many deployments they attend.  Four participants deployed overseas, and two remained 
undeployed. Deployment locations include Vietnam, Lebanon, Japan, and more. During 
deployments, the non-citizens' veterans participated in experiences that could be 
highlighted as traumatic. One had to dig up dead bodies after a Marine barracks in 
Lebanon exploded. One helped with the evacuation of Saigon embassy evacuation in 
Vietnam as a helicopter crew chief and witnessed people get kicked out of the helicopter 
in the air. Another participated in the Apollo Space Capsule rescue mission, Operation 
Frequent Wind (Vietnam evacuations), and “War Games” simulations, which consisted 
of real dead bodies. The fourth participant discussed that during deployment, fellow 
service members got intoxicated and committed murder. However, because service 
members did not experience direct combat and firefights, they did not consider 
themselves suffering from traumatic experiences. Therefore, the non-citizen veterans 
never pursue benefits and assistance with mental or emotional health until years later or 
after being deported.   
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The military culture can also be traumatic. Although two non-citizen veterans did 
not deploy, the participants discussed hazing rituals, traumatic experiences, and abuse, 
normalized and dismissed in the military lifestyle. A culture of violence exists to 
reinforce the warrior mentality, which is designed to win battles in combat. However, 
none of the participants recognized their military service as traumatic or violent. All 
participants are proud of their military experience and would gladly join again. However, 
some participants could not talk about specific events because of emotional trauma. Other 
participants highlight that they heard about such damaging behavior but never witnessed 
or participated themselves. However, they still discuss experiencing events such as 
“blanket parties,” which consists of a person being held down while sleeping and then 
beaten with objects. Blanket parties reinforce discipline through corporal punishment. 
Participants also discuss comrades committing suicide. The stigma and how post-
traumatic stress disorder are defined causes the non-citizen veterans to believe that they 
do not have PTSD. However, the veterans demonstrate clear signs of trauma as they 
mention still smelling the scent of dead bodies, having nightmares, and more.  
Another important theme is the involvement of drugs and substance abuse in the 
military. Substance abuse of alcohol and nicotine have remained strong in the U.S. 
military. According to participants, there exists a drug culture during Vietnam. Four of 
the six participants discussed being exposed and becoming addicted to alcohol and drug 
abuse while in the military. This addiction led to constant problems with law enforcement 
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Criminality, Deportation, and Risk  
 
All participants, except for one, separated from the military with an honorable 
discharge. One participant was chaptered out of the military but still received an 
Honorable discharge. U.S. veterans who are chaptered out can be separated from the 
military for various reasons that range from being late to work to substance abuse and 
more. Being chaptered out means that the veteran does not qualify for all VA benefits. 
One participant separated from the military with an Other Than Honorable (OTH) 
discharge for drug possession. Five participants performed their expected duties and 
executed the mission assigned during their military enlistment. After the military, all 
participants struggled with reintegration into civilian life. The military branches did not 
provide much assistance in helping military personnel transition back into civilian 
culture. Today, there exists a week-long reintegration system. However, the reintegration 
system primarily focuses on finding employment, such as wearing a suit for a job 
interview, but dismisses topics of education, trauma, benefits, seeking assistance for 
mental or physical help, and rehabilitation from substance abuse.  
Four out of six participants became addicted to drugs while serving in the U.S. 
military. After separating from the military, the participants did not receive any 
rehabilitation assistance from the military. Their addiction followed them into civilian 
life, with one participant being addicted for up to 30 years. As Marine 2 stated, “Drug 
addiction is basically PTSD.” Therefore, drug addiction should be considered a service 
connection because it happened while serving in the military. Drug addiction led the four 
participants to constant jail time until they eventually experience deportation. All 
participants experienced deportation after separating from the U.S. military. Most 
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participants had separated from the military for many years when they were picked up by 
immigration. All participants experienced deportation during or post 1996.   
During the deportation process, veterans met officials who disagreed with their 
circumstances and attempted to help them. Officers expressed that they would not have to 
worry about deportation because they were U.S. veterans. Immigration judges attempted 
to find laws to prevent deportation for the veterans. However, all participants experienced 
deportation regardless of their military status. The non-citizen veterans attempted to fight 
against deportation, but after spending time in jail and immigration detention centers with 
no end in sight, all participants signed deportation orders intending to appeal after.  
After deportation, the participants struggle with reintegration to their birth 
country. The veterans struggle with homelessness, addiction, cultural acceptance, 
documentation, finding jobs, and more. Post-deportation experiences varied depending on 
if the participants had family assistance in their birth country. Not all participants had 
family or close ties with their birth country. All participants identified themselves not as 
immigrants but as Americans who are proud of their military service. Bilingualism has 
assisted participants in getting jobs at call centers. However, being deported and a U.S. 
veteran comes with a price tag and risk. In Tijuana, the Vets from DVSH are often seen 
in their uniforms marching by the U.S. – Mexico border with picket signs. Participants 
have been criticized and threatened by the U.S. border patrol, the Mexican military, and 
citizens. Drug Cartels target deported U.S. veterans. Participants highlighted that they 
have heard and met deported U.S. veterans forced to work for drug cartels via threats of 
murder and danger to their families. Therefore, drug cartels are receiving training in 
military tactics, weapons, and more. Such circumstances are a national security for the 
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Mexican government and the U.S. border patrol and Americans. However, none of the 
participants have had direct experiences with drug cartels.  
Mexico and Mexican culture do not provide a support system for participants. 
Besides the lack of resources, participants express harassment and physical attacks by 
Mexican citizens who view deportees as traitors and criminals. The participants 
Americanized culture conflicts with Mexican culture. Terminology and slang words or 
phrases conflict with the language in Mexico. Being part of the 1.5 generation, Mexican 
culture does not readily accept the non-citizen deported veterans. The participants are 
viewed as Americanized and “white-washed.” 
Besides not being accepted by the Mexican community, participants still 
experience the same veteran-related issues as the vets in the U.S. The deported veterans 
struggle with physical and mental complications. The participants are struggling with 
multiple physical problems that impact job performance and the capability of being hired. 
All of the participants who were honorably discharged still qualify for VA benefits and 
assistance. However, because the participants have been deported, they cannot access 
benefits easily. According to participants, Veteran Affairs does not have hospitals or 
other services in Mexico, which is even more problematic. According to participants, the 
healthcare system in Mexico is complicated and expensive. Medical expenses, such as 
surgery, must be paid in one lump sum and cash. Therefore, veterans are dying in Mexico 
due to health problems that initiated while in the U.S. military. Besides health 
complications that could be easily solvable in the U.S., all participants are now sober and 
view their previous drug addiction as a disability directly related to serving in the 
military. Participants express concerned that they are not getting the physical and mental 
 
 
   44 
help they need and qualify for. Participants and DVSH advocate to have the capability to 
return to the U.S. Not only because they call the place home and have families in the 




 This section discusses military experiences through a first-person narrative, which 
reflects part of the findings. A brief background is mentioned, which discusses 
occupation, deployments, and more. I will not be focusing on deployment experiences. 
This section's sole purpose is to bring detail to military culture through three simple 
routine examples and how it can potentially impact individuals.  
 Like most of the participants in this study, I migrated without a choice at the age 
of four and grew up as part of the 1.5 generation in the U.S. My ties to El Salvador had 
been cut due to my family migrating during the civil war. Thirteen years later, and at the 
age of 17, I joined the United States Marine Corps. At the time, I was an LPR and 
received no information regarding applying for citizenship or complications revolving 
around my immigration status. I spent four years of active duty as a Field Artillery 
Cannoneer, a combat job. My first deployment consisted of ten months in Iraq as 
infantry, and my second consisted of being aboard the U.S.S. Bonhomme Richard naval 
ship which took me to multiple countries for different missions and objectives. Two 
months after returning from my second deployment, I completed my enlistment time and 
separated from the military. During my enlistment, no one mentioned anything about my 
citizenship status. However, many times, pursuing citizenship could have been 
reinforced, such as when I was required to fill out my will and other documents before 
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deployments. I took it upon myself to apply for citizenship after my first deployment. I 
exited the military as a U.S. citizen with an Honorable Discharge. 
 From the beginning of my enlistment, I recognized the military culture as violent. 
I expected the culture to be violent as it is meant to prepare for war. The expectations 
prepared me for the abuse and allowed me to dismiss the circumstances as humorous and 
good training. However, that was not the case for all recruits. While I was in boot camp, I 
witnessed men much older than myself crying in the fetal position and having mental 
breakdowns. One of my close friends was kicked in the stomach while doing pushups. 
Other young men in our battalion attempted to commit suicide and run away.  
For the first example, I highlight when I was choked against the wall while in 
boot camp. One day, a young man next to me turned on the faucet without the drill 
instructor’s permission during hygiene. The drill instructor immediately shoved all the 
recruits out of his way as he headed towards the young man. Nevertheless, he shoved the 
young man out of the way and chocked me against the wall instead. I did not consider 
how such behavior had impacted me until the situation was broken down in VA therapy 
years after separating from the military. Such actions were normalized, laughed at, and 
dismissed.  
 Violent behaviors continued throughout my enlistment. After boot camp, I went 
into schooling for combat training and artillery school. My field consists of entire men 
because, at the time, women were still unauthorized to join combat fields. Hazing, 
corporal punishment, and collective punishment became a constant ritual. Marines 
conducted this type of behavior for fun out of boredom or to teach a lesson.  
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The violent behavior escalated during training sessions. The goal was to be 
prepared to go on deployments and the Iraq and Afghanistan war's harsh experiences. 
The training grounds, also known as the “field”, were located miles away from the main 
base or other civilization forms. Therefore, individuals were able to act more aggressively 
and violently without concerns of getting in trouble.  
For the second example, I observed and participated in the punishment of another 
young man. We were in the field and in our teams shooting explosions through cannon 
fire. The entire unit decided to take a break from shooting, and we all sat down when we 
heard over the radio that a young man was going to visit the “gun line” and to “give him 
the special treatment.” The gun line consists of all the firing teams separated at enough 
distance to shoot without interference. There are usually about six teams in a gun line, 
with approximately eight men per team. The young man arrived at the gunline and got 
physically attacked by the team. He was punched and kicked on the floor simultaneously 
by the eight men. The young man was then picked up by each extremity and floating off 
the ground while another young man jumped off a six-foot-high truck in full combat gear 
weighing approximately sixty pounds. The jumping man's knees landed on the stomach 
of the floating man and slammed him into the ground. The young man got up in physical 
pain and strolled to the next team. Several minutes later, I looked to my left and saw 
another jumping man landing on the floating young man receiving punishment in the 
same form. Corporal punishment escalated, and it became an expectation for team 
members to participate in the violent military culture. This example shows how the 
military culture and mindset swept up even me. 
Other examples include less physical abuse but more emotional and mental abuse. 
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For my third example, it was during a night in Iraq. A young man had fallen asleep 
during standing post in a watchtower and was caught by one of the higher-ranking 
marines. The young man was forced to fill up sandbags as punishment and then recite 
orders in front of the team formation repeatedly while screaming. I was in the formation. 
The young man experienced shame and began to shed tears while shaking and repeating 
orders loudly. After, the higher-ranking marine told us, his fellow team members, to 
correct this behavior, which implied physical abuse from the same ranking enlisted 
personal that he later received. However, violent actions have a more comprehensive 
range than punishment.  
 Violent behavior is also reinforced for celebration. “Birthday beatdowns” and 
hazing rituals are a form of celebration during promotions or other celebratory events. 
Surviving and participating in such actions provide a sense of pride in military service. 
Almost daily for four years, we proudly and repeatedly yelled, “kill, kill, kill” while 
training and for fun. Violence has become normalized in the military culture. Therefore, 
such behaviors are dismissed from military personal or veterans as a form of trauma.  The 
culture is designed for war and to shape military personal into the mindset of a warrior.  
To die in battle becomes the ultimate form of honor.  
Discussion 
Good Moral Character  
 
 The “Good Moral Character” clause can be traced back to the Naturalization Act f 
1790. Today the clause remains a strong presence through the 1996 IIRAIRA, which is 
the law that allows the deportation of non-citizen veterans. Judges claim that the veteran 
is not a person deemed good moral character because he or she has committed an 
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aggravated felony. Therefore, the veteran is deportable under immigration law. However, 
this is an incorrect statement by immigration judges. When a person joins the military, 
there are a series of steps, including a background check for criminal activity. Many 
policies exist that can make it challenging to enlist or prevents enlistment, such as weight 
requirements, asthma, and tattoos. Non-citizens who volunteered or were drafted went 
through the same enlistment process. Those who were able to enlist are deemed by the 
government worthy of being accepted into the U.S. military. Therefore, through the 
military's acceptance, the U.S. government proves that a non-citizen veteran is a person 
of “good moral character.” Non-citizen veterans who have been deported have already 
met the requirements of the “good moral character” clause through military enlistment, 
which should be considered by immigration judges.  
 
Heroes vs. Criminals 
 
Unlike the current political atmosphere, being an immigrant has not always been 
associated with criminality. The non-citizen deported veterans that I interviewed 
migrated to the United States at a young age between the 1950s and 1980s. During these 
thirty years, immigration was simply immigration. English fluency was enough for 
border patrol to allow migrants to enter the U.S. and no physical border existed to 
separate the two nations. Therefore, migrating to the U.S. was quickly dismissed. 
Xenophobia appears to have been developed over the years. Terminology in immigration 
law and politics have created a xenophobic atmosphere that connects immigration to 




   49 
Deportation highlights the non-citizen veterans as criminals in their birth country. The 
criminal title is problematic because it justifies how ICE, DOD, and Mexican soldiers 
harass and attack U.S. veterans. Mexican culture and negative stigma allow locals to 
discriminate and abuse deported non-citizen veterans. The veterans are viewed as 
criminals and as traitors for serving in the U.S. military. Such labels related to 
immigration puts migrants in “chains of bondage” by making it even more challenging 
for deported veterans to assimilate to their birth country. Non-citizen deported U.S. 
veterans are left without a country. 
Non-citizen U.S. veterans are part of the 1.5 generation, which means that they grew 
up in the U.S. and considered themselves Americans. However, because of their race and 
immigration status, non-citizen military personal can be described as criminals while 
completely ignoring their military service, which consists of acts labeled as extraordinary 
and heroic. Not to mention that none of the participants had a criminal record or 
participated in violent acts before enlisting in the U.S. military. Many of the non-citizen 
deported veterans have deployed and experienced combat or trauma within the military. 
If the veteran had died, he or she would be considered a hero regardless of birthplace. 
Lance Corporal Jose Gutierrez migrated from Guatemala and became the first U.S. 
Marine who died in the Iraq war. He was given a hero’s welcome and provided with 
citizenship after death. The deported veterans survived but got in trouble. The U.S. 
government highlights them as criminals, but heroes by many. However, after death, the 
non-citizen deported veteran can still be given a proper military funeral and will literally 
be called a “hero” by the U.S. government.  Only when the non-citizen veterans die, their 
life is valued.   
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After serving in the military, due to deployment experiences and a culture of 
violence, veterans have a difficult transition and suffer from trauma even if they do not 
recognize it immediately. Veterans have difficulty identifying trauma because of the 
normalized violence in the military, how a disabled veteran is identified, and the negative 
stigma that follows. Many veterans find themselves homeless, suicidal, addicted to 
substance abuse and drugs, or in trouble with the law after separation from the military. 
Non-citizen veterans are experiencing a typical transition of being a disabled American 
veteran, not an immigrant.  
Data shows that immigrants are less likely to be in jail or commit crimes than 
native-born citizens. Over the years, anti-immigrant rhetoric and xenophobia have 
criminalized immigration. Although migrants have been serving in the military since the 
revolutionary war, only recently has the deportation of non-citizen veterans tremendously 
escalated.  Because disabled veterans are also migrants, they experience discrimination 
through the laws and policies that criminalize immigrants.  
For the most part, military policies and immigration policies do not intersect, 
which creates a narrow intersection for U.S. veterans to experience deportation.  
Therefore, the criminalization of immigrants, lack of disabled veteran consideration, and 
their experiences in immigration laws intersect to facilitate non-citizen U.S. veterans' 
deportation. The circumstances are an error that must be corrected immediately. 
Non-citizen veterans can be taken off the pathway towards citizenship when they 
enlist in the U.S. military. However, deported veteran felonies could often be traced back 
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to difficulties from transitioning back to civilian life or traumatic experiences in the 
military, even if the veteran did not directly participate in combat. Currently, the only 
form that a deported veteran can return to the U.S. legally is by a pardon or death. Even 
though they are deported, veterans still qualify for veteran-related benefits such as being 
buried in a military memorial.  
Regardless of their country of birth, the non-citizen veterans signed a contract to 
the U.S. government saying that they are willing to die for this country. In return, the 
U.S. government deemed the non-citizen veterans as people of “good moral” by 
accepting them into the military after completing a series of tests during the recruitment 
process. Furthermore, the U.S. made promises with benefits, education, healthcare, and 
more. The government is retreating on a signed contract, putting the country at a national 
security risk, and hurting those who have fought for the U.S. Constitution based on the 
“good moral character” clause in the 1996 IIRIRA that the veterans have already met. 




Since I first began this research two years ago, the topic of non-citizen deported 
veterans has significantly increased in awareness. Several politicians have begun to 
propose legislation. However, the bills describe restrictions. I call for policy change 
because such restrictions make the proposed policies invalid. For example, there are 
policies that state veterans who have been deported can return if they had not committed 
a crime. All deported non-citizen veterans have been charged with a crime. Therefore, 
that policy is invalid.  I propose that the new policy includes, "If you were legally 
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accepted into enlistment by the U.S. military and served one day of active duty, you will 
be granted automatic citizenship. You will be exempt from all immigration deportation 
policies and be able to return to the U.S. as a citizen if deported." At the very least, a 
policy should be created to allow the military experience to be included in immigration 
hearings as evidence of good moral character. Veterans should not be deported regardless 
of the birth country because, in the end, they made the oath and were willing to give the 
ultimate sacrifice for the U.S. government. Even if they are deported, the U.S. 
government still considers them as honorable Americans in death. 
Letter from A Deported Veteran 
 
To whom it may concern; 
Hello, my name is XXX, also known as XXX (a nickname that was bestowed 
uponed me since the 3rd grade of elementary school. I'm a US Navy, Vietnam era 
Veteran. I enlisted into active duty in September 28th, 1974 and was Honorably 
Discharged on September 29th, 1978. My rank at the time of discharged was, Petty 
Officer 3rd Class. My rating was ABH-3, aircraft handler and director. I worked on the 
flight deck of an aircraft carrier and a helicopter carrier. I participated in the evacuation 
of Saigon, Operation Frequent Wind. I also participated in the recovery of the last Apollo 
Space Capsule. I participated in many operations (war games), that seemed like it was the 
real thing, like having to pull body bags (with real dead bodies in them, from accident 
that accrued during the operations) out of helicopters. Working 20-hour shifts, 5 to 7 days 
nonstop (launching and recovering aircraft). Let me specify one thing, if I may. If I was 
given the choice... I would do it all over again, with a smile on my face. That's how proud 
I am to of served in the US Navy. 
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   Immediately after my discharge from the Navy, I began to start drinking heavily 
which brought me to the point where I started using drugs. One thing led to another, and 
before I knew it, I was selling to support my addiction, which led to me being arrested, 
sentenced to prison and getting deported. 
While serving my sentence I was informed that an INS hold was placed on me. I 
kept telling myself, they can't deport me, I'm a US Navy veteran, plus there's a Federal 
law that states that any legal resident that has served in the US Armed Forces for a year 
or more and is Honorably Discharged is exempt from deportation. Little did I know that 
the Clinton's Administration has implemented a new law stating that any legal resident 
that commits a felony and does a year or more in state or federal prison will be deported 
with no exceptions. This was brought to my attention at the INS deportation hearing. At 
that moment, I felt my whole world come crumbling down all around me. I was dumb 
struck, disoriented, afraid, scared, lost, but most of all I felt abandoned, thrown away like 
trash...violated. How can this be happening to me, the US is my home, not Mexico. 
All I've known is The United States of America is my home, has been and always 
will be. Yes, I was born in Mexico, but it has never been my home. My father immigrated 
us (my mother, my brothers, my sister and myself) to the United States of America when 
I was 5 years old. I've done all my schooling in the United States, from the 1st grade of 
elementary, up to 2yrs of Junior college, where I received an AS degree in Business 
Administration. I served 4 glorious years in the US Navy. The United States has given 
me more than what I could ever expect. Yes, I committed a crime, and I paid my debt to 
society. 
I feel that I'm still paying. I keep asking myself; when is this punishment going to 
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end. I minus well of gotten a life sentence, at least I would still be in the country that I 
call and consider my home. I was deported in January of 1999, and let me tell you, it has 
not been easy, especially if you are not familiarized with the customs. I've been spit on, 
cussed at, insulted, humiliated, robbed, almost stabbed, slapped, beat-up, I've even been 
shot at, just for not being familiar with the customs. Said the wrong thing at the wrong 
time. Acted a certain way at the wrong time. I've gotten a little familiarized but not the 
way people from here are. Trying to make a living to survive has been a nightmare. No 
one wants to hire you and if you do get hired, they take advantage of you because they 
know that you don't have a choice, either accept what they give you or take a hike. If 
you’re lucky enough to find a half as paying job, it won't last for long, there's always 
someone willing to work for a lot less, just to survive. The day I got deported was the 
worst day of my life but at the same time I had a moment of clarity. I felt my past life 
flash before me. All the mistakes that I've ever made were right there in front of me. At 
that moment I decided that I am going to change my life. I know what got me to where 
I'm at right now, and I will not make that mistake again. It's been a real struggle and it 
still is, but at least I'm not drunk or high and I can face the everyday struggles to survive 
with a clear mind. 
     The worst and I mean the real worst of this whole ordeal is what this deportation 
has done to my relationship with my kids and me. I have been deprived of seeing my 
children grow up. I was not there to console them when they needed consoling. I was not 
there to give my daughter a shoulder to cry on when she needed her dad. I was not there 
to play football or baseball with my boys. I was not there to cheer on my son when he 
graduated from high school, when everyone thought he was not going to graduate. I was 
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not there to see him off when he joined the Marines and was shipped off to Iraq, or to 
welcome him back when he returned from his first and second toured from Iraq. I was not 
there to congratulate my oldest when he graduated from the Art Center as a graphics 
designer. I was not there to congratulate my youngest when he graduated from San 
Francisco State University with a bachelor's degree in literature. Or my daughter when 
she graduated from beauty school. Where was I? I was deported!!! After I had sworn to 
defend the United States with my life if it be. The United States of America is my home. 
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